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THE USE OF HUMOR BY AN ADOLESCENT 
WITH AUTISM SPECTRUM DISORDER 
KAITLIN JOSEPHINE PETERS 
ABSTRACT 
The aim of this study was to describe the humor use by an 11-year-old adolescent 
with ASD.  Through an iterative coding process to identify a successful, unsuccessful, 
and neutral rating of instances of humor, we describe how does an adolescent with ASD 
uses humor and the functions humor serves in his interactions with a friend. We describe 
the personal and environmental factors that support the successful use of humor. The 
adolescent used two main types of humor (self-initiated and environmentally-initiated), 
consisting of two forms (verbal and physical). We describe 12 main behavioral indicators 
to identify the instances of humor. Humor appeared to sever as a means of engaging his 
friend and he appeared to be most successful in using humor with his friend when in a 
familiar environment and engaging in a familiar activity. The implications for future 
research are discussed.  
	  	   vii 
TABLE OF CONTENTS 
 
DEDICATION iv 
ACKNOWLEDGMENTS v 
ABSTRACT vi 
TABLE OF CONTENTS vii 
LIST OF TABLES ix 
LIST OF FIGURES x 
INTRODUCTION 1 
LITERATURE REVIEW 1 
 Autism Spectrum Disorders 1 
 Humor in Typically Devloping Adolescents 2 
 Humor in Individuals with ASD 6 
 Humor in Natural Context 10 
RESEARCH QUESTIONS 10 
METHODS 11 
 Design of Study 11 
 Participants 11 
 Procedures 12 
 Data Analysis 13 
  Author’s Interpretive Lens 17 
FINDINGS 17 
DISCUSSION 23 
	  	   viii 
CONCLUSION 25 
BIBLIOGRAPHY 26 
CURRICULUM VITAE 29 
  
	  	   ix 
LIST OF TABLES 
Table 1.1 Types of Humor, The Behavioral Indicators, and Examples  20 
Table 1.2 Amount of Time Spent in Each Context and Activity 21 
 
 
 
  
	  	   x 
LIST OF FIGURES 
Figure 1.1 Instances of Humor by Context 22 
 
 
 
	  	  
1 
INTRODUCTION 
 
Humor is important feature of social interaction. Effective use of humor can foster 
relationships, promote positive well-being, and improve quality of life and life 
satisfaction (Martin, 2007; Samson, 2013). Individuals can use humor to indirectly 
communicate opinions that cannot be expressed overtly. Little is known, however, about 
how people with social, cognitive, and language challenges, such those with autism 
spectrum disorder (ASD), comprehend and use humor. In this study, we examined how 
one adolescent with ASD used humor. Having a better understanding of how an 
individual with ASD uses humor will provide further insight into how the use of humor 
in this population might facilitate or hinder social participation with others.   
LITERATURE REVIEW 
Autism Spectrum Disorder 
Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is characterized by impairments in social 
interaction and communication, as well as the presence of restricted and repetitive 
behaviors (DSM-V; APA, 2010). These characteristics must be present before the child is 
3 years old. The most recent prevalence estimates indicate that 1 in 68 children in the 
United States has an ASD, occurring five times more frequently among boys than girls 
(CDC, 2014).  In the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, 5th edition 
(DSM-V; APA, 2010) ASD is used as an inclusive term. Previously, in the DSM-IV, the 
broad term of Pervasive Developmental Disorders (PDDs) included Autistic Disorder, 
Rett syndrome, Childhood Disintegrative Disorder, Pervasive Developmental Disorder- 
Not Other-wise Specified (PDD-NOS) and Asperger’s syndrome. Because much of the 
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prior research was conducted using the DSM-IV and earlier diagnostic criteria, in this 
paper, the specific subtypes of PDDs will be used as they were in the initial publications.   
Baron-Cohen (2001) proposed that individuals with ASD have difficulty with 
Theory of Mind (TOM), which could account for the core difficulties observed in ASD. 
TOM is the ability to ascribe mental states such as beliefs, intentions, and emotions of 
others. Baron-Cohen (2001) suggested that individuals with ASD find it difficult to 
empathize. Other researchers view the core impairments of ASD as reflective of 
difficulties with executive function (Loukusa, & Moilanen, 2009). For example, the 
Theory of Weak Central Coherence proposes that individuals with ASD tend to focus on 
details rather than on a coherent whole (Loukusa, & Moilanen, 2009). These two theories 
have been suggested as explanations for why those with ASD demonstrate difficulties 
comprehending and interpreting social communication. Individuals with ASD often do 
not use contextual cues to understand the meaning of something someone has said 
(Loukusa, & Moilanen, 2009). These two theories also may be used to understand 
difficulties in humor comprehension and use.  
Humor in Typically Developing Adolescents 
In a review of the existing research on humor during childhood, Semrud-
Clikeman and Glass (2010) described the development of humor as being associated with 
other areas of development such as cognition, visual/spatial perception, emotional 
perception, and language skills. In childhood, appreciation of and engagement in humor 
develops over time. Humor first emerges when a child laughs in response to a caregiver’s 
laugh. Between the ages of 18 months and 3 years children begin to enjoy slapstick 
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humor and using objects in different ways to produce humorous effects. Then children 
begin to appreciate puns and riddles and eventually more complex and subtle forms of 
humor. Children become increasingly more capable of enjoying and producing a wider 
variety of humor as they gain knowledge and cognitive skills. Young children tend to use 
and appreciate humor based on physical actions.  As their language skills develop, they 
tend to respond to and produce more verbal forms of humor (Semrud-Clikeman & Glass, 
2010). Social skill development also appears to be associated with developing humor 
appreciation and use. The ability to read facial expressions, to understand another’s 
affect, or to empathize may help the individual interpret the situation as a playful or safe 
context, which may be necessary to understand that a joke is funny and not scary. 
Language and social development also appear to play a role in the development of more 
complicated and abstract humor.  
In their systematic review of humor, Semrud-Clikeman and Glass (2010) 
identified three main theories to better understand what humor is, how it may develop, 
and the relation of humor to brain development: (1) incongruity-resolution, (2) cognitive 
and affective mastery theory, and (3) social/emotional interaction. Researchers agree that 
humor is related to either comprehending or producing an incongruity: “the simultaneous 
occurrence of incompatible elements or sudden contradiction of expectations” (Semrud-
Clikeman & Glass, 2010, p. 1248). One’s ability to identify such incongruity is linked to 
“the initial stages of learning the intent of others” (Semrud-Clikeman & Glass, 2010, p. 
1249), which is an important aspect of humor comprehension and use. Understanding 
incongruity, along with other aspects of humor, is a skill we develop over time.  
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The cognitive and affective mastery theory states that, as with other skills, we find 
enjoyment in being able to master humor, and in order to master humor, humor needs to 
be within our developmental abilities (Pinderhughes & Zigler, 1985). Within this theory 
the cognitive congruency principle states that humor is most enjoyable when it is 
congruent with one’s development stage (Pinderhughes & Zigler, 1985). That is, at first 
children react to visual or motor stimuli and then they develop an appreciation for verbal 
and increasingly more abstract humor as their ability to produce abstract language 
develops (Semrud-Clikeman & Glass, 2010).  
Another aspect of our development, and a component of the cognitive and 
affective mastery theory, that allows us to enjoy humor is our increasing ability to 
perceive another person’s perspective (Semrud-Clikeman & Glass, 2010). As we mature, 
we develop the ability to understand the intentions of others. This is one way we 
recognize the difference between a lie and a joke, and between what is real and what is 
not real. One manner in which we develop this recognition is by cognitively processing 
the cues we receive from those telling the joke and the context in which it is told. For a 
joke to be funny, as opposed to scary or confusing, it must be set in a playful framework 
(Semrud-Clikeman & Glass, 2010). Playful intent is communicated through the use of 
signals that start off more obvious in childhood and become more subtle or muted with 
maturity. As humor competency develops it becomes an important component in social 
competence, identification of popularity, and the development of one’s adaptability 
(Erickson & Feldstein, 2007).  
Important for the social/emotional theory, research provides evidence that there is 
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a positive association between social competence and humor (Masten, 1986). 
Adolescents who have a “good sense of humor” tend to be more liked by their peers 
(Quatman, Sokolik, & Smith, 2000). Erickson and Feldstein’s (2007) research on humor 
in typically developing adolescents documented that humor can serve an important role in 
coping, self-defense, and one’s adaptability. They observed that adolescents who used 
humor that was considered “benign” or “positive” had better personal adjustment, 
positive coping styles, and a stronger ability to defend one’s self. Prior researchers have 
also observed that children with a “good sense of humor” are more assertive in social and 
academic settings (Bell, McGhee, & Duffey, 1986) and are more likely to demonstrate 
stronger communication skills (Masten, 1986). The skillful use of humor can be a 
valuable asset for those capable of using and understanding it (Erickson & Feldstein, 
2007).   
Although humor is traditionally viewed as serving a mainly positive function, 
researchers have shown that humor can also serve a negative function.  Erickson and 
Feldstein (2007) found that adolescents who reported using types of humor that were 
described as “aggressive” or “self-defeating” had poorer adjustment. Adolescents who 
used more of these negative forms of humor have been reported to have poorer 
psychological well-being (Martin, Puhlik-Doris, Larsen, Gray, & Weir, 2003). Thus, 
having a better understanding of the types of humor used by adolescents with ASD, 
whether positive or negative, may help us understand how humor can help an individual 
adjust, cope, and safeguard himself or herself in social interactions.  
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Humor in Individuals with ASD 
Hans Asperger, an Austrian pediatrician who published one of the first 
descriptions of children with ASD in 1944, suggested that individuals with autism do not 
understand humor (Asperger & Frith, 1991). Subsequent studies have confirmed that 
individuals with ASD have difficulty understanding humor (Baron-Cohen, 1997; 
Emerich, Creaghead, Grether, Murray, & Grasha, 2003; Lyons, & Fitzgerald, 2004). The 
social cognition impairments and detail oriented processing style appear, among youth 
with ASD, to be associated with a higher level of seriousness (Samson & Hegenloh, 
2010). Researchers have attributed difficulties related to humor among people with ASD 
to the characteristics associated with the condition, including impairments with language 
(Loukusa, & Moilanen, 2009), perspective taking (Samson, 2013), and difficulties with 
cognitive processing such as central coherence (Loukusa, & Moilanen, 2009). Studies of 
humor in this population have included experimental and case report studies on humor 
comprehension in individuals with ASD, and have provided a description of how those 
with ASD appreciate humor. However, this research is based on computer-based self-
reports, which has produced a limited description of humor use in the natural context in 
which it occurs. Computer-based self-reports do not provide the opportunity to analyze 
the influence the context can have on humor production. 
A few researchers have described the use of humor in individuals with ASD. 
These studies have demonstrated that some individuals with ASD enjoy slapstick comedy 
and simple jokes (Weiss et al., 2013) and that adults with ASD can show a sense of 
humor (Samon, 2013). In one case report, a female with high functioning autism was 
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observed using puns, jokes, neologisms and word play (Werth, Perkins, Boucher, 2001). 
She used riddles, sarcasm and irony, and teased others. In another study, St. James and 
Tager-Flusberg (1994) compared humor use among very young children (ages 3 to 7 
years) with ASD and Down Syndrome (DS). They found that children with ASD, when 
interacting with their mothers at home, produced or responded to most forms of humor 
with the exception riddles. Older children with ASD, however, produced significantly 
less humor than their peers with DS.   
It is important to understand how humor has been assessed across these research 
studies in individuals with ASD. In many studies humor comprehension was assessed 
through the presentation of jokes and cartoons or other humorous stimuli (i.e. funny 
words, phrases, or images). Additionally, humor has been measured by asking a 
participant to choose the correct joke ending when presented with several endings 
(Emerich, Creaghead, Grether, Murray, & Grasha, 2003) and rate different types of 
humor stimuli that vary in structure (incongruity-resolution versus nonsense jokes) 
(Samon & Huber, 2013). There are paper and pencil instruments that ask participants to 
identify their different mood and mind states (e.g., cheerfulness, seriousness, bad mood) 
that might affect receptiveness to humorous pictures (Samson & Gross, 2012). Other 
paper and pencil instruments focus on different humor styles one may use in everyday 
life. For example, Martin et al. (2003) assessed the relatively mild uses of humor to 
enhance the self (Self-enhancing) and to enhance one’s relationships with others 
(Affiliative), the use of humor to enhance the self at the expense of others (Aggressive), 
and the use of humor to enhance relationships at the expense of self (Self-defeating). 
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Weiss and colleagues used clips from the movie Madagascar and assessed participants’ 
appreciation of and behavioral responses to simple slapstick humor using a funniness 
rating scale (1–5) completed by the participants, participant explanations of the humor 
elements in the clips, and overt expressions of enjoyment (how participants physically 
demonstrated humor appreciation) (Weiss et al., 2013).  
In one of the few studies that looked at humor use by individuals with ASD, study 
participants completed multiple computer-based measures including the 3 Witz 
Dimension Humor Test (assessed preference for incongruity-resolution over nonsense 
humor), the Humorous Behavior Questionnaire Rating Form (measuring five bipolar 
styles of humorous conduct), the Humor Styles Questionnaire (measuring four styles of 
humor), and use of Humor Words (measuring number of identified humorous words) 
(Samson, Huber, & Ruch 2013). In this study 40 adults with ASD from Switzerland, 
Germany, or Austria, were compared to a group of 113 adults from the general 
population. Findings suggest that individuals with ASD preferred incongruity-resolution 
humor over nonsense humor, scored low on affiliative humor and humor as a means of 
entertainment, and used less adaptive (self-enhancing) and more maladaptive humor 
styles (self-defeating humor).  
In another study of humor use, St James and Tager-Flusberg (1994) described 
humor among very young children with ASD and Down Syndrome as they interacted 
with their mother’s at home. St. James and Tager-Flusberg (1994) analyzed humor 
episodes along three dimensions; cognitive developmental, social, and intentionality. St. 
James and Tager-Flusberg’s classified each example of the parent and/or child’s use of 
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humor into cognitive developmental categories along a developmental continuum: 
tickling, routine, silly, funny sounds, teasing, nonverbal incongruity, verbal incongruity, 
and riddles. They also coded whether the humor was shared or not (social dimension) and 
the level of intentionality by the child.  
What is common among these approaches is that none of them measure humor 
use among individuals with ASD in a natural context. Another limitation of this research 
is that the majority of studies focus on adults or children, not adolescents. Only two 
studies reviewed focused on humor use in a natural context. One study focused on very 
young children and their interactions with their mothers (St. James & Tager-Flusberg, 
1994) while the other was a case study of a 29-year-old woman whose humor was largely 
gathered from written or audiotaped recordings (Werth, Perkins, & Boucher, 2001). Thus, 
no research has been conducted focusing on adolescent humor use in a natural context.  
There are presently several limitations to the current research on humor use 
among adolescents with ASD. First, all studies reviewed employed a comparative 
approach using a typically developing population as a comparison group, which limits 
our understanding of humor use to apriori definitions and does not consider the range of 
possibility ways to use humor. Second, most of the current research on humor in ASD 
has largely been done in Germany, limiting the generalizability to an American 
population (Samson, 2013). Third, few have studied humor use in a natural context. 
Finally, no researchers have looked at the influence that context may have on humor use.  
In a recent review of literature focused on studies of individuals with ASD 
conducted in Germany, the authors identified a need for further research on how people 
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with ASD use humor (Samson, 2013). Although research has suggested that individuals 
with ASD can understand certain forms of humor, there is a lack of literature on how 
adolescents may use humor as a social function and what purpose humor may serve in a 
natural, social situation.  
Humor in Natural Context 
In this analysis, we use naturalistic video data collected during a feasibility study 
of the Videos of Important People (VIP) Intervention (Orsmond & Cohn, 2015). We 
focus our analysis on Larry, a 13-year-old boy, who lives in a suburban area. In the VIP 
Intervention, participants created videos of their social time with friends over a 3–6 week 
period.  In the intervention, we select video segments that illustrate positive social 
behaviors. We then use these edited video clips to the engage youth in a process of 
positive self-review and self-reflection in order to increase perceived social competence 
and friendship quality.  
During the study, we observed that adolescents sometimes used humor in their 
interactions with friends. On several occasions, we selected these instances for positive 
reinforcement.  We observed that Larry was among the adolescents who appeared to most 
frequently use humor. His video clips offer a unique opportunity to examine humor 
production as it naturally occurs in adolescents with ASD.  
RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
Thus, the video data created by Larry was used to answer the following research 
questions: 
1. How does an adolescent with ASD use humor?  
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2. What function does humor serve in his interactions with a friend? 
3. What are the personal and environmental factors that support the successful use of 
humor? 
METHODS 
Design of Study 
This analysis is a single case study of the use of humor by one adolescent with 
ASD. The initial VIP Intervention feasibility study used a one-group pretest-posttest 
research design, with parent and adolescent self-report measures. In the current analysis 
data from one participant from the VIP Intervention study was coded to describe his use 
of humor.  
Participants 
In order to qualify for the VIP Intervention feasibility study, adolescents had to 
have the language and cognitive skills necessary to participate in the video intervention. 
A screening phone call confirmed that the adolescent had: (1) an ASD diagnosis 
confirmed by a health care professional; (2) average or above intellectual functioning; (3) 
the ability to speak in short phrases or sentences; (4) the ability to read at a 5th grade 
reading level so that they could individually complete self-report measures; and (5) at 
least one friend whom they could video record and interview. Larry is a 12-year-old, 
Caucasian boy, with ASD.  
The phone screen also included administration of the Social Communication 
Questionnaire- Lifetime version (SCQ; Rutter, Bailey, & Lord, 2003).  Larry scored 20 
on the SCQ, Lifetime (addresses entire developmental history), and 18 on both the pre and 
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post SCQ, Current (completed by his mother), reporting on behaviors within the last 
three months.  The SCQ evaluates communication skills and social functioning in 
children who may have autism or autism spectrum disorders and is completed by a parent 
or other primary caregiver. Larry’s score on the SCQ were above the recommended cut-
off score indicating an ASD of 15 (mean score for the ASD population is 24.2) (Rutter, 
Bailey, & Lord, 2003). 
Larry lives in suburban community in the Northeastern U.S. with his parents, 
three younger siblings, au pair, and the family dog. Larry’s friend is a 12-year-old boy 
who lives on the same street and they have been friends for over 10 years. Larry signed 
an assent form agreeing to participate in the study, his mother gave written consent, and 
his friend and his family members appearing in the videos verbally consented to 
participate in the VIP Intervention feasibility study. 
Procedures 
In the VIP Intervention feasibility study, graduate students served as research 
assistants (RAs) to implement the intervention. The RA completed weekly home visits to 
a participant over 3 to 6 weeks. During the first visit, the RA answered questions; 
reviewed, signed, and collected assent and consent forms; collected pre-test data and 
showed the adolescent how to operate the digital video camera; and reviewed the video 
assignments. Booklets with written weekly video assignments were presented to the 
adolescents to structure and facilitate data collection. The video assignments instructed 
the adolescents to make videos of: a) activities with friends; b) interviews with friends 
about fun times; and c) weekly personal monologues, in which the adolescents spoke 
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directly to the camera and shared reflective observations and feelings about their 
activities with friends. The adolescents were asked to make 2 hours of video a week for a 
total of 12 hours over 6 weeks. During home visits, the RA offered support in the video 
making process, retrieved the video data that was recorded on a memory card, and 
provided the adolescent with a new memory card.  
Between home visits, the research team (investigators and RAs) reviewed the 
video data to identify 3 examples of each adolescent’s positive social experiences and/or 
behaviors. These 3 video examples were copied to a flash drive for review with the 
adolescent at the RA’s next home visit. The research team also developed prompts linked 
to each video example for the RA to use to reinforce the positive self-review. During 
Weeks 3–5, the RA and adolescent watched the video examples of positive social 
behaviors together, and the RA used prompts to facilitate the adolescent’s awareness and 
understanding of his or her social strengths. I served as the RA for Larry, collecting his 
data and engaging him in the positive self-review intervention sessions 
Data analysis 
The videos Larry recorded during the VIP2 Intervention feasibility study were 
examined to describe humor use among an adolescent with ASD in a natural context. The 
videos were viewed and coded for all instances of humor use, the context in which the 
instance of humor occured, and whether the instance of humor use was successful, 
unsuccessful, or neutral. In addition to the videos, conversations with Larry and his 
mother provided background information reagrding  Larry’s interests, skills, and typical 
daily routine and informed the data analysis and interpretations.   
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The videos were first viewed to identify instances of humor objectively defined as 
when: (1) either Larry or his friend laughed following something Larry said or did; (2) 
Larry said or did something that was previously coded for as humor (i.e. an action or joke 
he previously did or used); (3) Larry used words or phrases with alternative meanings 
created by himself and his friend (i.e. using the nickname ‘airmail’ for a succesful  goal 
in a hockey game); or (4) Larry was observed saying he was joking, calling friend’s 
attention, or laughing at himself. In order for an instance of humor to be considered 
successful Larry’s friend had to be observed laughing, smiling, continuing Larry’s 
humor, or agreeing with Larry following something Larry said or did. The quote below is 
an example of self-initaited, verbal humor, specifically telling a funny story. The 
following example was coded as a successful instance of Larry’s use of humor. 
Larry’s friend shot the hockey puck towards the goal and missed. The puck 
flew off screen towards the camera and Larry skated off to retreive it. 
Larry called his friend’s name “Norman, by the way, have you seen that 
commercial, I think it's kind of old, with Tiger Woods. He takes a shot from 
like 50 yards and he hits the camera straight on with a golf ball?" Norman 
responded, "I don't know." Larry pointed in the direction of the camera and 
said, "He takes like a shot, it hits the camera dead center." Norman 
laughed. 
Instances in which Larry or his friend could not be seen in the videos and Larry did 
not verbally use humor were excluded from the analysis. For example, Larry and his 
friend turned the camera to face the TV as they played a video game and although he may 
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have acted physically goofy by trying to complete a three-way high five, this instance 
was not coded for humor because he could not be seen. After formulating a definition of 
humor, the data were reexamined to identify all instances that met the objective criteria. 
Each instance was then examined to determine if the humor had a successful or 
unsuccessful response from the interactive partner.  
To identify successful, unsuccessful, and neutral instances of humor, all instances 
of humor were reviewed and discussed during research team meetings consisting of two 
occupational therapy faculty members, three graduate students, and one undergraduate 
student. Discussions focused on what features were observed in the successful instances 
of humor use, such as the environment, the timing, and the appropriateness of the humor. 
In the following example Larry successfully continues his friend’s use of humor while 
playing hockey: 
Norman made a joke about being able to shoot a hockey puck from behind a bush 
and Larry laughed, then added to the joke "Yeah, right behind the big tree!" Both 
boys laughed.  
Another example of Larry’s successful use of humor occurred while playing in his 
basement. Specifically he successfully told a joke using his dog as a prop: 
Larry turned towards his dog and yells "Hey, Flounder, what is on top of a 
house?" Larry then brought his hockey stick down as if to hit a ball and the dog 
barked. Larry yelled "Correct" and then Larry and his friend, Norman, laughed.  
In unsuccessful instances of humor Larry’s friend stated that what Larry had said 
was not funny, corrected Larry, or did not repsond to or engage with Larry. In the 
	  	  
16 
following instance of humor, Larry unsuccessfully uses sarcasm with his friend while 
playing Monopoly™: 
Larry said, "Yes... and I'm going to pay myself $24." Nathan asked, "Why?" and 
looked at Larry. Larry looked up at Nathan, smiled, laughed, and said, "Because I 
feel like it." Nathan said, "That's not funny." 
Another example of Larry’s unsuccessful use of humor also occurred while 
playing hockey, specifically Larry unsuccessfully engages his friend by using an object 
atypically: 
Larry called "Norman, look!" as he skated around using a yellow whiffle ball bat 
as a hockey stick (instead of his stick) to hit a ball around on the ground and 
laughed. Norman did not look at Larry, skated off screen, and said “I’m checking 
my fantasy team.” 
In neutral instances Larry’s friend looked toward Larry or continued to engage 
with Larry but did not respond to his humor use in an observable manner. In the 
subsequent example Larry uses a form of humor that had a neutral response from a 
different friend, Alan, while they played computer games:  
Alan said, "And, an enemy is attacking me in about 4 seconds." Larry added, 
"And you're about to die, just kidding." Alan kept playing and pointed out that he 
lost four guys, and Larry asked which four guys he lost 
The following is another example of a neutral instance of humor while playing 
hockey: 
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Norman stood several feet away from Larry and watched as Larry took his hockey 
stick and swung it at the camera and said "He takes to slashing!." Larry then 
laughed at himself and Norman asked him to pass the ball. 
Although majority of instances of unsuccessful humor were identified by a 
negative observable actions by Larry’s friend (saying it’s not funny or correcting Larry), 
an unsuccessful and neutral instance of humor could both be identified by Larry’s 
friend’s lack of response to the humor. However, an instance of humor in which Larry;s 
friend did not respond was identified as unsuccessful when it was a joke or action 
previously coded as humor (i.e. his friend does not laugh at a joke Larry told ealier). An 
instance of humor in which Larry’s friend did not respond was identified as neutral when 
Larry does or says something new to be funny but his friend does not respond or 
acknowledge the humor in an observable manner.   
Author’s Interpretive Lens  
I started working on the VIP feasibility intervention study to gain more 
experience in research and with the ASD population. I have limited experience working 
with individuals with ASD; however, I joined the study with a preconveived notion of the 
population. I knew one of the main identifying features of ASD is difficulty with social 
interactions; specifically I believed relating to others was challenging and social 
environments may be stressful for those with ASD. I believed that humor was based on 
strong social skills and, therefore, did not consider that humor may be a strength for 
someone with ASD. I chose to write my thesis on Larry’s humor use because I worked 
with him for over 2 months having reinforced his humor use on several visits. The only 
	  	  
18 
personal experience I have with this population was with Larry and I had a preconveiced 
notion that those with ASD did not use humor. My preconceived defintion of what is 
humorous and what is not informed my identification of humor, but my definition may 
not be congruent with Larry’s definition of humor. My identification of humor may have 
been influenced by the fact that I did not expect Larry to be very funny and so I was 
surprised to find he used humor quite often. Additonally, I may have missed moments in 
which Larry was using humor simply because I have an implicit response to my own 
view of humor.  
FINDINGS 
Larry participated in and recorded 4.13 hours of video in total across 6 weeks 
between November and January. Instances of humor were observed in 8 different 
contexts including playing monopolgy at his friend’s house; playing hockey on roller 
skates in his backyard, playing baseball at his friend’s house, playing computer games 
with his brother at home; playing video games with his brother and friend; decorating a 
Christmas tree with his family at home; horseplaying in his basement play space; and 
while creating games with his friend at home. See Figure 1.1 for a visual breakdown of 
instances of humor by context.  
We coded Larry’s humor according to 12 different behavioral indications that 
comprised two main types. The two types of humor were self-initiated and 
environmentally-initiated. The self initiated type of humor was observed in two forms, 
verbal or physical. Larry used verbal forms of humor, such as when he made a funny 
voice or noise, shared humurous language (i.e. saying ‘fail’ when missing a goal while 
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playing hockey), told a funny story or joke, and used sarcasm (i.e. when Larry repeats 
exactly what his friend, Norman, says and Norman tells Larry he just said that, Larry says 
“Really? I didn’t hear that!”). Larry initiated humor using physical actions when he made 
exaggerated movements, used objects in an atypical manner (i.e. using a hockey stick as a 
witch’s broom stick), or atypical/incongruent physical actions (i.e. balancing on his tip-
toes while in roller blades). Environmentally initiated types of humor included instances 
when Larry was observed making fun of his friend (i.e. when his friend falls or makes a 
mistake), continuing his friend’s humor (i.e. adding onto a joke his friend said), laughing 
at his friend, or using something in his environment (i.e. pointing out something funny in 
a video game). Table 1.1 provides examples of the two main types of humor, their forms, 
and behavioral indicators observed in the videos.  
Larry varied considerably in the amount of video he made each week across the 6 
weeks. Some weeks Larry recorded over an hour of video and other weeks he only 
recorded 35 minutes. The majority of the activities (8 out of 11) and time (>60%) were 
spent at Larry’s house, with the remaining activities taking place at his friends house. 
Table 1.2 describes the amount of time (minutes) spent in each activity and the percent of 
the total time spent engaged in that activity, the location of the activty (either at Larry’s 
home or his friend’s), and the instances of humor in that setting and activity. The most 
amount of time spent on one activity was while Larry and his friend played hockey in 
Larry’s backyard (75 minutes) and they spent the least amount of time creating games (5 
minutes).  
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Across the different activities, there were some contexts that had more frequent 
instances of humor, specifically instances of successful  humor. Most frequently, 
instances of humor occurred while Larry played hockey (42 instances). Larry least 
frequently used humor when he played baseball (1 instance). Figure 1.1 provides a visual 
representation of the number of successful, unsuccessful and neutral instances of humor 
within each activity. As can be seen, Larry was most likely to be successful in his humor 
attempts while playing hockey or while rough housing. He was more frequently 
unsuccessful in structured activities, such as while playing board games or 
computer/electronic games. Larry’s mother reported that Larry has played hockey for 
many years and is quite skilled and spends most of his free time playing hockey either at 
home or on various organized team.  
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Table 1.1 
Types of Humor, The Behavioral Indicators, and Examples 
Types Forms Behavioral Indications 
Self Initiated Verbal • Funny voice or sound 
• Shared humurous language 
• Funny story or joke 
• Sarcasm  
• Says he is joking 
Physical  • Exaggerated movement 
• Used objects in an atypical 
manner 
• Physically acting goofy (silly, 
nonsensical movements) 
Environmentally Intiated • Making fun of something his 
friend did or said 
• Continuing his friend’s humor 
• Laughing at something his friend 
did 
• Using something in his 
environment in an incongruent 
manner 
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Table 1.2  
Amount of Time Spent in Each Context and Activity 
Location Activity Time Spent in Min (%) 
Instances of 
Humor 
Friend’s House 
Monopoly 54 (20.1) 12 
Baseball 15 (5.8) 1 
Video Games 40 (15.5) 8 
Larry’s House 
Hockey 75 (29) 42 
Computer Games 40 (15.5) 18 
Decorating Tree 11 (4.2) 5 
Rough Housing  18 (6.9) 10 
Made-Up Games 5 (1.9) 5 
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Figure 1.1  
Instances of Humor by Context 
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DISCUSSION 
 
Current research on the use of humor by adolescents with ASD is limited. At 
present there are no known studies that describe the use of humor by adolescents with 
ASD in a natural context.  In the present study, we investigated the use of humor by an 
adolescent with ASD in his own natural context with a friend. Larry demonstrated the use 
of a variety of different types of humor, both intrinsically and extrinsically initiated, and 
in a number of different contexts. These data support the observations made by other 
researchers that some individuals with ASD do indeed use humor (Weiss, Gschaidbauer, 
Samson, Steinbäcker, Fink, & Papousek, 2013; Samon, 2013; Werth, Perkins, Boucher, 
2001). In this study we were able to describe humor use in in a natural context and 
condcluded that humor use can be influenced by the context. The successful use of humor 
by an adolescent with ASD appeared to be influenced by his familarity of the activity and 
the context in which that activity occurred. Larry had a higher rate of successful instances 
of humor use when at home and when engaging in an activity  he is very familiar with 
and skilled at. This finding points to further questions related to what personal and 
environmental factors influence an adolescent with ASD’s use of humor in a natural 
context. Larry’s use of humor that is extrinsically, or environmentally, initaited suggests 
that he is paying attention to his surroundings and able to identify the ridicuslousness in 
life and in his surroundings. This findings is contrary to the current research that states 
individuals with ASD may not use contextual cues in their interactions with others 
(Loukusa, & Moilanen, 2009). 
 For Larry, humor also appeared to serve as a mechanism to engage his friend. 
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Larry frequently called his friend’s attention to do or say something humorous or used a 
shared humorous language they have in common. This finding suggests humor can be a 
viable method  to succesfuly and positively interact with others for those with ASD and 
can potentially help foster social competence (Erickson & Feldstein, 2007).  Based on the 
present study it is unclear what role humor serves in Larry’s ability to cope with stressful 
social interactions or adjust to new environments which highlights some of the limitations 
of the study. Future research could focus on how humor may assist adolescents with ASD 
to adapt and cope.  
 This case study cannot be generalized to all adolescents with ASD. Future 
research should include a larger sample size including female participants and those with 
a diverse ethnic, cultural, educational, and socio-economic backgrounds as each may 
have an influential impact on the types and reasons for humor use. The video data 
collected within each context was not controlled. During portions of the video Larry and 
his friend cannot be seen (during video games Larry positioned the camera to face the 
TV). For that reason, verbal or externally influenced forms of humor were more likely to 
be coded. Inconsistent data made comparative analysis between contexts challenging, 
therefore, limiting our understanding of confounding factors influencing humor use. 
Additionally, the retrospective analysis of video data did not allow for the inclusion of 
Larry’s perspective of his humor use. Further research could include the perspectives of 
adolescents with ASD to better understand why they use humor.  
 One of the challengeges in coding Larry’s humor use was the lack of an existing 
measure to assess humor use in a natural context. To analyze Larry’s humor use the 
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author needed to develop criteria and behavioral indicators of humor and it’s degree of 
success. It was not feasible to create a measure from one participant, however, the present 
study offers future researchers some insight into the complexity of humor use and some 
of the factors to consider. Future research may benefit from developing a means of 
coding humor use in a natural context.  
CONCLUSION 
The findings from the present study suggest that humor may be a mechanism for 
adolescents with ASD to engage their friends. Occupational therapists should consider 
the humor styles of those with ASD and work to support their use of humor as it may be a 
valuable method of engaging friends. Additionally, there may be certain environments 
that support adolescents use of humor to engage a friend. Therefore, as occupational 
therapists our skills at environmental analysis may play a key role in identifying factors 
that support humor use among adolescents with ASD.   
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